ABSTRACT This article discusses the experiences of the conference management team and the host (Universiti Putra Malaysia -UPM) of the Fifth Asian Conference of the Academy of Human Resource Development, held in Putrajaya, Malaysia from 2 to 5 December 2006. In reviewing the conference, the following sub-topics are used for organizing the contents of the article: HRD in Malaysia; conference theme & overview; participations/country representations and paper streams; keynote addresses; conference assessment; and conclusions. At the end, brief perspectives of the next Asian HRD conference to be held in China are also provided.
Introduction
Held at the five-star Putrajaya Marriott Hotel, which is located at the IOI resort of the new federal capital of Malaysia, on the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur city, the 5 th Conference of the Asian Chapter of the Academy of Human Resource Development (HRD) attracted 230 participants from 19 countries. The conference included 4 keynote speeches and 20 concurrent paper sessions, which were based on the conference theme, 'HRD in Asia: Thriving on Dynamism and Change'. Beside the scholarly presentations of more than 120 research papers, 5 sessions of preconference workshops were also held and more than 15 research-in-progress poster papers were displayed at the conference venue. The serene and quiet environment of the resort hotel suddenly became very busy with various activities of this four-day international conference, which provided a platform for interactions among people from various socio-cultural and professional backgrounds. Asian human resource development issues were the main topics of discussions at this intellectual assembly.
Human Resource Development in Asia/Malaysia
With increasing emphasis on developing human resources in this fast growing region of the world, Asian economies are undertaking innovative strategies to cope with the dynamism and change. Among many Asian countries, Malaysia is known to continuously emphasize its education and human resource development. Human resource development (HRD) in Malaysia is linked closely with the major development policies of the modern Malaysian economy (Malaysia, 2001) . It is divided into two main policies: the New Economic Policy (NEP) (1971 to 1990 ) and the National Vision Policy (NVP). The latter incorporates the critical thrusts of the NEP, the National Development Policy (1991 to 2010) and the strategic challenges of Vision 2020, which lays out the blueprint for Malaysia to become a fully developed nation by the year 2020. Fleming and Soborg's (2002) analysis refers to the NEP as a reactive development policy while the NVP is considered a proactive, long-term strategy.
During the NEP, the main goal of development was to reduce socio-economic imbalances among the major ethnic groups in the country, i.e. the Malays (also called Bumiputras) and the non-Malays, through policies of affirmative action. The HRD policies pursued were more reactive in nature and included: (i) the creation of preferential treatment in business, education, training and job positions; and (ii) the creation of business-driven HRD policies that supported multinational and local companies' demand for labour. At the end of the NEP period, the aim of the government's strategy was to change Malaysia's economy from mainly labourintensive production to a higher value-added form of production.
Since the 1990s, the government has embarked on a more proactive HRD policy that tries to foster the skills required to meet the challenges of globalization and economic democratization. The greater focus on HRD thus began with the Industrial Master Plan (1985 -1995) , which highlighted the emphasis on upgrading technology and human resources through institutional support. Some of the key thrusts in relation to HRD policies in the country since the 1990s include:
1. Government-based HRD strategies: The main strategy under the Malaysian government's HRD initiative is called Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) (Malaysia, 1997; Ibrahim and Associates, 2004 The theme of the 5 th Asian HRD Conference, 'HRD in Asia: Thriving on Dynamism and Change' aptly describes the current climate facing organizations throughout Asia. While it is an accepted fact that 'change is the only constant' today, the current age of globalization and economic liberalization has brought added urgency to the pace and impact of such changes. Particularly in Malaysia, human capital development has been highlighted in the 9 th Malaysia Plan (Malaysia, 2006) as a key area for ensuring the nation's competitiveness in a fast-changing global environment. A sound appreciation of the affects this has on HRD is therefore crucial to ensure continued success in all of the country's endeavours.
Two phenomena that characterize HRD are its pervasiveness and dynamism. The former is reflected by the fact that HRD knows no border in terms of theoretical framework and context of practice. The latter implies the pace of growth of HRD in terms of new paradigms and perspectives. It is clear that everyone in the HRD field should be committed to face the challenges of globalization and the intrusion of technology, as well as the need to unleash human expertise toward working better, faster and cheaper. With the need to develop human resources in organizations as well as communities, the 5 th Asian Conference was aimed at:
. promoting the exchange of ideas on what affects dynamism and change in HRD in various Asian countries;
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. discussing comparative perspectives on vital issues and challenges that affect dynamism and change in HRD; . disseminating research findings that have an impact on dynamism and change in HRD; . providing a platform for future global networking among scholars, practitioners and different stakeholders of HRD.
Participants/Country Representations and Paper Streams
A total of 230 participants from 19 countries participated in the conference. The conference attracted individuals from various organizations and levels, from students to organizational managers. In all, 118 authors registered for the conference and presented their research papers in 20 concurrent sessions. Some presented more than one paper, which led to a total of 123 research papers presented over the two days (of the main conference). In addition to these, about 15 poster presentations were also displayed. Authors and presenters came from: Bangladesh, Canada, China, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Iran, Japan, Korea, Macau, Malaysia, New Zealand, Oman, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand, Turkey, UK and USA. Prior to the conference proper, five sessions of pre-conference workshops were held, which included three sessions on 'Qualitative Research Methods' and one session each on 'Transforming Learning Theories into HRD Learning Games' and ' Virtues of Leadership: Inspiring Excellence in the Workplace'. All the presentation sessions were actively participated by the inquisitive audience, and the presenters received valuable feedback on their research. The conference attracted participants from different backgrounds interested in the latest research and knowledge on HRD in Asia. This was evident by the participation of 94 students, of which 54 attended as paper presenters. The conference represented a unique training opportunity for the students to gain experience in presenting their research at the international level and receiving feedback from reputable scholars. In addition to students, the remaining participants were comprised of academicians and researchers, government officers, private organization personnel and unaffiliated individuals. With HRD becoming an integral element in the ongoing development of Malaysia, several HRD officers from the Malaysian government also attended the conference, not only to gain new knowledge and experience, but also to network with government staff from other countries.
The scholarly paper streams of various conference sessions included: employee performance; organizational development; innovation; changes and HRD; learning organization; training and development; decent work and quality of work life; values; ethics; ICT and HRD; gender and diversity; theories and policies in HRD; career development; community resource development; emerging issues in HRD; cross cultural HRD; global HRD; and workplace learning and leadership. Most of the research was conducted in Asian countries, namely Malaysia, Indonesia, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand, China, Japan, Bangladesh, India Iran and Oman. Some papers were based on research conducted in other countries, including the USA, UK and New Zealand.
Most of the research addressed current issues in HRD, including new training and learning methods, the latest training evaluation methods, talent management, social capital, gender-related issues, the relationship between work and health, crosscultural issues and teamwork. Issues on job satisfaction, quality of work life, supervision and how HR practices contribute to industry success were also covered. Some papers covered studies on HRD from religious perspectives, including those relating to Islamic and Buddhist beliefs and practices. (It is important for practitioners to recognize/be aware of the diverse socio-cultural and religious context of HRD, not only within Asian countries but also in multi-national companies.)
Keynote Addresses
The Conference featured four keynote speakers. The themes of the keynote addresses were all related to the overall conference theme of 'Thriving on Dynamism and Change'. From new ideas in workplace learning to increasing the dynamism of the public sector, to addressing the many challenges of human resource development and how to move human resource development from the periphery to the centre of organizational thinking and action. The four reputed keynote speakers touched on highly relevant, practice-based issues. Each presentation covered a different angle of human resource development as it relates to the Asian HRD context and environment. Following are the brief summaries of the four keynote addresses:
Rethinking Workplace Learning in a Dynamic Knowledge Economy
The first keynote address was jointly presented by Professor Karen Watkins of the University of Georgia (USA) and Professor Victoria Marsick of Columbia University (USA), and was titled 'Rethinking Workplace Learning in a Dynamic Knowledge Economy'. As the theme of the conference was 'thriving on dynamism and change', Prof. Watkins and Prof. Marsick discussed the role of workplace learning in coping with fast-paced and dynamic organizational change, and also on how such learning takes place and how organizations are trying to manage it. They concluded their session by elaborating on the most recent developments in individual and workplace learning concepts, models and instrumentation.
Professor Watkins began with an overview of the current realities and challenges facing informal and incidental learning in the workplace. She mentioned several effective techniques that organizations use to manage and exploit knowledge such as stockpiling materials, successful and failed experiments and databases. The accessibility of knowledge is a major theme in workplace learning as there has been a mass movement from protected, patented, codified and controlled knowledge to the creation of 'open source' and informal science. Prof. Watkins provided examples such as the movement from vertical to horizontal structures in the computer industry, open source coding such as the 'let me Google TM it' phenomenon, and other open source database accessibility tools. The implications of this for workplace learning involve many challenges such as how to design renewable systems and structures in which both learners and instructors can invent and access learning as needed; how can informal and incidental learning better complement In the second part of their address, Prof. Marsick used a qualitative doctoral study on the learning process of paramedics to highlight how informal learning takes place in fast-paced work environments and how the theory and conceptualization of individual and organization learning are ever evolving. Using the paramedic study example, they illustrated the challenges in re-conceptualizing a model on informal workplace learning, including the notions that workplace learning is not linear -it occurs through mini-cycles of assessment, trial and error, and adjustment. From their research, updates were made to the authors' model on informal and incidental learning, and strategies arose on how to support such learning. This led to the development of the authors' recent model of the learning organization followed by the creation and validation of the Dimensions of the Learning Organization Questionnaire (DLOQ). In terms of next steps, Prof. Marsick stressed that there is much to do including the need to gather more data on the nature of organizational constraints and tensions in regard to learning from the perspective of individuals and organizations.
Thriving on Dynamism and Change in HRD: A Public Sector Perspective
The second keynote address was delivered by Tan Sri Ismail Adam, the DirectorGeneral of the Malaysian Public Service. Tan Sri Ismail began by outlining the five main thrusts of the Ninth Malaysian Plan, the country's budgetary five-year blueprint. His coverage of the five main thrusts focused on the emphasis of human productivity and human capital as the backbone of the country's next five years of development and beyond. The themes of the five main thrusts as they related to human resource development included the need for achieving total factor productivity; holistic human capital development; capacity building and raising competitiveness; improving service performance; and strengthening implementation capacity.
According to Tan Sri Ismail, the drive toward human capital development within the public service has been initiated by the Prime Minister of Malaysia, who emphasized that people are the key to success at every level of production and service delivery. It is the quality of people that makes a difference, and the level of investment in developing people as human resources, will ultimately determine the nation's success. In terms of service delivery, the public service of Malaysia is focusing on four areas: being relevant; making a difference; value addition and value creation; and quality output. Along these lines, the public sector is undergoing a change in mindset, focusing on service delivery, customer satisfaction and making a positive impact on society. Finally, Tan Sri Ismail spoke of the need for quality leadership and organizational excellence in the public service to ensure that the dynamic changes it is working towards are realized.
Development of Human Capital -Issues and Challenges
The third keynote address of the conference was given by Datuk Dr Rosti Saruwono, Vice President of the Education Division of PETRONAS, Malaysia's national oil company. Dr Rosti began his address by describing the business environment and nature of human resource development as a major multinational corporation. The environment of a multinational oil company presents many challenges for human capital development, as the business itself is one that involves the long-term development of both resources and people. Hence, investing in people becomes a major consideration in planning for the long-term growth of the organization.
Dr Rosti covered several main issues/challenges related to the development of human capital at PETRONAS. Investments in physical assets such as oil fields, equipment, pipelines, refineries and the like require not only financial consideration, but also manpower availability, safety and environmental matters. Most of the natural resources developed by oil companies require long-term development, i.e. more than 15 years. As such, long-term manpower issues are discussed at the onset of any project proposals, which are integral parts of the strategic business plans and decision-making processes.
In the area of continuing education, Dr Rosti mentioned that training must be ongoing and must include not only technical aspects of the work, but soft skills as well, including corporate values, ethics, health and safety, communication and others. Through investments in a number of training centres as well as smart partnerships with local universities and institutions, PETRONAS has tried to institutionalize continuing education throughout the company. Dr Rosti however emphasized that training is not enough to ensure high quality performance of employees. Organizations must also find ways to institutionalize key 'non-formal' ways of learning (and this links with Watkins and Marsick's keynote), and managers must see themselves also as mentors, coaches, and teachers, to ensure that employees are developed holistically. This, according to Dr Rosti, is the key to the realization of human capital development and is the responsibility of everyone in the organization, not only the human resource professionals.
Moving HRD from the Periphery to the CENTRE for Organizational Transformation
The final keynote address of the conference was given by Dr. Anil K. Khandelwal, Chairman & Managing Director of the Bank of Baroda, India, and President of Indian Academy of HRD. Dr. Khandelwal used the platform to highlight the role that human resource development initiatives played in 'turbocharging' the Bank of Baroda to a higher growth trajectory. His keynote address is printed in this issue of Human Resource Development International.
Conference Assessment and Conclusions
Immediately after the conference, the General Evaluation Forms were emailed to all 230 participants, of which 23 responded. Overall, the comments were congratulatory and complimentary. Respondents indicated that the theme of the conference, the mix and quality of papers on diverse HRD topics, the standard of presentations, and the administrative and logistics support met their expectations. Disapproving comments by five respondents merit attention to further improve the overall quality of future conferences.
It was suggested that the following topics could have been given more time for indepth discussion. The topics suggested are: (1) gender and diversity; (2) HRD foundation and theory; (3) current issues such as AFTA (ASEAN Free Trade Area), war, economy, acts of god (tsunami, typhoon, etc.,) and their affects on HRD in all Asian countries; and (4) ethics in HRD. Other topics mentioned included: (1) effect, challenges, opportunities and ramifications of globalization on HRD; (2) current regional Asian political issues and their impact on HRD, and (3) a paradigm shift on the roles of HRD in personal goals and self-actualization, as well as in social and economic development. More participation from government-linked companies and private company practitioners especially in regard to sharing their HRD experiences was also mentioned, in addition to the following short wish list of (1) extensive demonstration/sale of AHRD publications and (2) free internet service (15 minutes) for the participants. Overall, the respondent feedback indicated that the 5 th Asian Conference of the Academy of HRD 2006 was a resounding success -an accolade to the organizers, presenters and the participants.
HRD in Asia and the Next Step
It has now been established that HRD in Asia is increasingly becoming a significant issue for national policy makers as well as for HRD professionals working at various capacities and institutional levels (McLean et al., 2004) . The prospects for contributions and growth are enormous in this dynamic region, both for scholars/ academics and business professionals. Although there is a lot of interest to know more about Asian HRD, very little information is available so far in scholarly publications. There is a tremendous need for new information gathering and knowledge development in this field. The Academy of HRD with its mission of leading the profession through research is continuously working to provide the leadership in this direction through organizing global and regional conferences, and through its publications. The Asian chapter of the Academy of HRD has been spearheading these efforts in this region, and has been able to successfully organize five regional conferences with the publication of refereed conference proceedings. Continuing this effort, the Asia Chapter of the Academy of HRD is organizing the next Asian HRD conference of 2007 to be held in the most dynamic economy of the world, China, to be hosted by the prestigious Peking University in Beijing, 3 -5 November. Hopefully, the next Asian HRD conference will be able to build on the successes of the previous conferences, will further enhance the participation of HRD scholars and professionals, and improve on the quality of research papers and publications.
